Professor Ronald Illingworth was one of the great medical teacher-writers of this century, and as far as British paediatrics was concerned, probably the greatest. He wrote many books, most of which ran to seven editions or more. Included in that latter group was Common Symptoms if Disease in Children which he intended to be used as a quick reference by a family doctor 'faced with a symptom in a child whom he is examining' .
When Ronald Illingworth died, successors were sought for some of his more important books so that up-dated editions might continue to appear. It is a difficult task for any author, regardless of their talent, to take over another's book, and the projects have met with varying degrees of success.
Professor Tim David from Manchester has followed Illingworth into the field of symptoms. He has signalled his wish to change the format of the book, by a new title which makes plain that he is not merely considering 'common' symptoms. Moreover many of the symptoms turn out to be signs, and others are not so much symptoms of disease in children, as of unease in their parents.
Modern production and format makes the book slimmer and easier to handle, even though it contains a great deal more information. Whereas Illingworth stressed the common presenting symptoms that are met in general practitioners' (GPs) surgeries and hospital out-patient departments, such as wheezing, limp, abdominal pain, headache, the new book contains a host of additional symptoms, many of which are rare. The lists of causes are similarly comprehensive, but their use is aided by appropriate ranking in which the common disorders appear at the top, together with those uncommon disorders which are very serious and must not be missed; with uncommon and less serious causes at the bottom. The new book is likely to be more relevant for hospital doctors than GPs.
A book such as this has to be easy to use and it is likely that most will need time to familiarize themselves with its layout. Although the index is long, and the crossreferencing has been careful, one is sometimes let down by the index and gains a false impression that a certain symptom or subject is not included.
The author acknowledges nea-rly 100 colleagues who have helped check the material and this has resulted in a comprehensive and scholarly book. It has been done at the expense of some of the personal and practical points that Illingworth had in his book (and which added to its attraction). The occasional interruption of the list of causes and the precise definition of terms by some words of personal clinical wisdom from David is welcome, and it is perhaps a pity that the opportunity was not taken to reprint a few of Ronald Illingworth's bons mots concerning popular fallacies and principles of diagnosis.
Ronald Illingworth was a meticulous man with an unusual gift for writing. He could write with brevity and precision in a way that few could match. He was an annoying man, a generous man and loyal and caring. There are several senior British paediatricians today whose methods of spoken and written presentation were fashioned as a result of advice from him-a man, whom at first they had not met, who wrote to them regularly letters of careful and constructive criticism advising them how they might have done better; for them it was a privileged (and free) correspondence course extending over several decades.
What would Ronald Illingworth make of this new book? I am sure he would have written to the author. He would have begun, as usual, with 'It is good but ... ', and there would have followed three or four closely written pages of constructive criticism. As always that criticism would be pertinent, and its length would indicate that the master had found an apprentice whom he was keen to encourage and of whom, some years hence, he might approve. John Snow (1813-1858) was a Yorkshireman, a London medical graduate and an eminent Victorian physician. He also made his name as an investigator, in two entirely separate fields-those of anaesthetics and epidemiology. His polymathic credentials may be expanded to include 'pharmacologist', and he was also an inventor of medical instruments (pulmotor for asphyxiated infants and a trocar for thoracentesis). In addition to his observations and practice in the field of anaesthetics, which form the substance of The Case Books if Dr John Snow, his most remarkable contribution to medicine concerned cholera epidemiology, and his germ theories preempted by some years the works of Pasteur and Koch.
Roy Meadow
The Case Books if DrJohn Snow, edited by Dr Richard Ellis, himself an anaesthetist, is a fascinating record based on John Snow's three manuscript Case Books in the Library of the Royal College of Physicians of London. The importance of this manuscript material is that, in this country at least, they comprise almost the whole of Snow's existing manuscript material. The Case Books run from 17 July 1848 to 5 June 1858, the year Snow died. Their relevance is largely in connection with his activities as an anaesthetist and, to a lesser degree, as a general practitioner. From the manuscript emerges much previously unused material about Snow's pioneer work as a practitioner of anaesthesia in the earliest years of the specialty.
Dr Ellis, who died in May 1995, produced an absorbing work, prefaced by an introduction of some 35 pages by himself, and by a note on the prescription records by M P Earles. The preliminary pages also contain a glossary of Latin abbreviations used in the prescriptions. A transcription of the original Case Books occupies the greater part of the volume-SSO pages. The end material includes a fascinating appendix of entries, in Snow's own hand, containing passages in which certain words have not been possible to decipher, despite the valuable help from Dr Anne Summers, Curator in the Department of Manuscripts at the British Library. Then follow some useful indexes: Index of Dentists; Index of Surgeons and other Medical Men; Index of Patients and Others; Index of Medical Conditions; Index of Places.
From the pages of this publication, Snow's activities spring to life. For example, his entry for Thursday 7 April 1853 records his first administration of chloroform to Queen Victoria at the birth
